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Playing Favourites 
James 2 

 
I would like you too use your imagination for a moment.  I would like you to 

imagine what would happen if Gina Rinehart came to our service this morning.  How 
would we react if Australia’s richest woman were to come through our doors.  Some of 
us may not recognise her, I guess, and pay her not particular attention, but if we did, 
what would we do? 

Some may want to have a chat with her about politics, either for or against. 
Someone from the Cathedral Foundation may try to sign her up as a contributing 
member, another may be thinking about how to get her to buy one or more copies of 
the Cathedral History.  I may be thinking about pointing out a few things around the 
Cathedral that could do with some fixing if only we had the cash.  At the very least I 
am sure we would make sure that she had a seat. 

Such thinking is surely just natural, yet do we do this naturally for all who 
darken our doors?  James, as we look further at his sermon would surely tell us to 
change our thinking, for as we shall see attacking favouritism is one of his favourite 
topics. 

DON’T SHOW FAVOURITISM 

James, as is abundantly clear, in reading his work, does not beat around the 
bush by asking whether favouritism is compatible with faith in our glorious Lord Jesus 
and he goes on to use his version of the Gina Rinehart example. 

THE EXAMPLE – JUDGING FROM EXTERNALS (V2-4) 
He imagines someone dressed in fine clothes and jewellery coming into a 

Christian assembly.  As James was writing very early in the Christian movements 
history this would be very unlikely to be a stranger who has just wandered in to a 
public meeting.  This would be someone, probably a fellow believer, who has been 
invited by someone into this house meeting.  As the early Christian movement was 
primarily amongst the urban poor and slaves, the arrival of a believer with a bit of bling 
would be a welcome sight.  James also imagines the arrival of a poor poorly dressed 
man and imagines the different response, and the world of difference there is between 
“sit here” and “stand there” 

Such thinking, whilst we can all too easily imagine it, is compared to being evil 
judges.  James here almost certainly has in mind a verse from Leviticus 19:15 which 
speaks about favouritism and judging where God says to his people “You shall not 
render an unjust judgement; you shall not be partial to the poor or defer to the great: 
with justice you shall judge your neighbour.” 

To judge by externals and to show partiality is no small matter in the life of faith, 
as James goes on to show there are at least 4 reasons why acting in such way is a 
serious matter. 

THE MODUS OPERANDI OF GOD (V5-6A) 
Firstly such partiality goes against the modus operandi of God.  Throughout the 

Scriptures we see God has a predisposition towards the poor.  We see the nature of 
God in rescue of the Exodus in saving a slave nation, we see it in the law which 
protected the poor, we see it in the Psalms in rescuing the poor, we see it in the 
prophecies which brought hope to the poor.   
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More importantly in the very experience of the Christian believers many of 
whom were poor and powerless God had poured out his love and grace, making them 
rich in spiritual ways and inheritors of the kingdom.   

As we will often find in James we are very close to Jesus teaching in the 
Sermon on the Mount: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of 
heaven.”  Paul put it this way “God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the 
wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong” 

God is no respecter of persons and neither should we be. 

THE RECORD OF THE RICH (V6B -7) 
Secondly James moves on from theology to economics.  We tend to favour the 

rich because we think we can get something from them, but in reality they are much 
more likely to be getting stuff from us!  In general the rich are more likely to be after 
their own interests than those of others, and in history the gospel message of 
liberation and dignity of all has often been opposed and oppressed by those with 
power, influence and money. 

In their trust in their wealth and own resources they are unlikely to trust in 
Christ.  James is no more condemning all who are rich any more than he is saying that 
it is great to be poor, but simply saying these categories should not cause any 
distinction in the Christian community. 

THE SERIOUSNESS OF BREAKING THE LAW (V8-11) 
Thirdly James uses a legal argument.  He references what he calls a royal law, 

referring presumably to Jesus quoting Leviticus 19:18, Love your neighbour as 
yourself.  If we show partiality then we are breaking that law.  And the law is like a 
pane of glass.  To break it in part is to break the whole thing. 

James reminds his hearers of the source of the law, it is spoken by God and so 
to break the no partiality command is as bad as breaking it through murder or adultery.  
That sharpens our thinking somewhat doesn’t it. 

THE ISSUE OF JUDGEMENT (V12-13) 
Lastly this leads to the idea of judgement, we are to speak and act knowing we 

are to be judged, and if we do not show mercy and compassion in our speaking and 
our acting, particularly in relation to our fellow Christians then we are encouraging God 
to judge us without mercy.  Rather we are to remember that mercy triumphs over 
judgement, so instead of judging others by outward appearances, we are to focus on 
showing mercy, practical compassion to others, as God has done for us in our glorious 
Lord Jesus Christ. 

THE FAITH OF CHRIST 
Which bring us back to verse 1, and perhaps a 5th reason for not showing 

partiality.  This verse can be translated “Do not keep the faith of our glorious Lord 
Jesus Christ in partiality.”  The idea may not so much be faith in Jesus, but the 
faithfulness of Jesus which we are to emulate.  In Jesus we see no partiality, we see 
care for those in need, we see practical assistance, even to those who are considered 
a total outsider, a demon afflicted Canaanite woman, a deaf mute. (See the readings 
from Mark 7:24-37) 

We also can remember that he came to save us who are not worthy so much 
as to gather up the crumbs under his table, and yet he welcomes us all without 
discrimination to share in his sacrifice with the promise of his heavenly banquet. 

The more we look at our glorious Lord Jesus Christ the more we see how 
inappropriate, appalling and self serving our favouritism and partiality is. 
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DON’T JUST HAVE FAITH – DO SOMETHING (V14-17) 

James however does not just want to convince us that our thinking on this 
matter is so often warped and wrong, rather he is aiming to change our behaviour. 

As our passage finishes James is in one sense starting a new section but has 
not left behind the need for practical attention to be given to those who are in need.  
There is no point in being convicted of our wrong thinking on this matter if it does not 
lead to practical outcomes. 

If we are to keep the faithfulness of Christ, we must truly care for those in need.  
It is one thing to be aware of need and even comment on it, another thing entirely to 
enter into the need and make provision.  Maybe that is the reason ultimately that we 
favour the rich, they are less likely to make financial demands on us. 

WHAT HAVE WE DONE, WHAT ARE WE TO DO? 

This is the challenging word that James bought to his hearers and still echoes 
with us today.  As we think about favouritism we may ponder whether the Church has 
really ever been very good at this.  We may wonder about the wisdom of having 
special pews for special people. 

But I want to say that I have seen wonderful examples in this Cathedral of the 
way our community has lived this out.  We may not have had Gina Rinehart with us 
but we have had some who are clearly in the rags rather than riches category and it 
has warmed my heart enormously to see how they have been welcomed and cared 
for. 

But we clearly cannot rest on our laurels and need to keep thinking this 
teaching through. 

Some areas that we can perhaps helpfully consider: 
Living in a time of state welfare we are less likely to have some of the financial 

issues and needs that would have been prevalent in the first century.  However there 
will be other issues that are likely to cause us to judge on appearances.  Differing 
lifestyles, alternate Christian perspectives as well as different cultures may all be 
issues on which we need to repent and to not show partiality. 

Secondly state welfare does not let us off the hook when it comes to those 
amongst us who are in need.  Where we can help we should do so, we should be 
willing to provide any assistance we can to those in our community.  And the issue 
may not be financial, but our responses may be just as uncaring as that in James’ 
example.  If someone is lonely or isolated we need to more than say more than we will 
pray for them, we need to invite them for coffee or a meal. 

But lastly in reading this passage I think cannot but wonder where have the 
poor gone?  The message of Jesus is good news for the poor, it is one that brings 
dignity to all humanity whatever their circumstances, and yet our churches are so 
often middle class or better.  Yet it is often a different story just outside our walls. 

In reading the Cathedral history there is evidence that this Cathedral 
community has had a heart for the poor in the past, we need to explore how we can 
effectively and meaningfully do this again. 

To do this will not only show that we are not showing partiality but it will be to 
keep the faith of our glorious Lord Jesus Christ. 


